Chapter 1: The Rise, And The Fall


"What do you think the meaning of life is?" I asked, moving my head to look up at him, my head still on his lap.
"I'm not sure it has one." He replied with a shrug.
"Then why does it feel like you give my life meaning?" I asked.
"Because life is letting you finally get something you've wanted for a long time. It takes things away, and gives things to you in return. Hopefully I'm one of the things that's just there to tease you." He answered.
"I don't think that's why you're here. I don't think it's just to serve some purpose. I think it's because we love each other." I said.
"I really want to believe in soulmates, because you really seem like one. I'm always just...scared to start believing in anything anymore." He answered.
I got up and hugged him. We looked into each other's eyes for a moment.
"I believe in you, Sage."
"I believe in you too, Evan."

The lights started to flicker. Ember burst into the room carrying Willow.
"Something's happening to her." Ember said, setting her down on the floor.
Me and Sage dislodged and got down to look at Willow.
Her eyes were closed, and she was shaking every few seconds. She was very cold.
"I knew something like this would happen. Everything's always too good to be true." Ember said, holding back tears.
"Ember...it's going to be okay. There has to be some way we can help her." Sage said.
"All she could tell me before she stopped talking was I had to find...something to do with...burnt wood...in the woods. Someone that can tame spirits?" Ember said, confused and stressed.

"Then we'll find them. Okay? We'll find them, and everything will be fine." Sage said.
Ember laughed, though still holding back tears.
"Since when are you the optimistic one?"


Chapter 2: The Return To The Willow Woods


"Where are we supposed to find...whatever this thing is?" Ember asked.
"I don't know, but I know we'll find it." Sage replied. Everyone was silent for a moment. Ember seemed to be calming down, at least a little.
"So, uh...what made you stay overnight, Evan?" Ember asked me.
"Uhhhh...Sage." I answered honestly.
"You know that's why he stayed, you're just trying to embarrass us, which isn't going to happen." Sage said.
"You're a little touchy." Ember said, childishly.
"What were you and Willow doing?" Sage asked.
"Chopping wood." Ember replied.
"Huh, weird, because I thought you finished chopping all the wood yesterday." Sage retaliated.
"What if we got some more wood?" Ember asked, a little fire in her voice.
"For a girl that hates people with wood, you really seem to love it yourself." Sage said.

There was a pause, and then an awkwardness that followed. I'm not sure I fully understood that conversation. Sage and Ember looked around, and looked at each other.
"Are we lost?" Sage asked.
"Yep." Ember replied.
Ember put down Willow's body, and sat looking at it.
"I don't know how much longer I can carry her." Ember said, a bit out of breath.
Suddenly, Willow started to levitate, following directly behind Ember.
"What the hell?" Ember said, jolting away from it a little.
Sage shrugged.
"Problem solved." He said, continuing to walk.

We walked in silence for a while, aimlessly hoping to find something, which gave me a while to think. I wasn't good under pressure, so these last few days have been hard. Amazing, but hard. Sage was good at advancing on me, but I always just started to break down and stress whenever I tried. I don't know why I'm so worried when we've basically went as far as we can go already. It's so hard to even make myself hold his hand. Why can't I just walk a little bit closer, and just...put my hand close to his? He'll take it, right? All right, my hand is right there, just...okay, he took it. Is my grip too tight? Am I not moving fast enough for him?

"Your hand is so warm." Sage said, looking at me.
"Sorry." I said, looking at the ground.
"You're fine, I'm just saying...don't be scared. We'll be fine. This forest rarely has anyone else in it." He said, caringly.
Right. The forest is totally on my mind right now.
"What...what's that?" Ember asked.
We both looked to where she was pointing, and up ahead, we could just barely make out something blending in with the grass. It looked kind of like...
"A trapdoor?" Sage questioned.
Ember grabbed the handle, and opened it. There was a ladder leading down below, as you'd expect a random trapdoor in the middle of the forest to do. Ember started climbing down with no hesitation, and Willow's body followed.
"EMBER! ARE YOU CRAZY?!" Sage asked.
"Where else would she mean we were supposed to go?" I questioned, following Ember.
Sage looked around, but nobody else was there to wait for him to hesitate. Eventually, he swore, and followed.


Chapter 3: The Bunker


Once Sage was back down, we reconnected hands, and looked into each other's eyes for a while. The lights in the long hallway flickered, making the already scary atmosphere scarier. Sage didn't seem to think it was scary at all, maybe I was just a baby or something. Sage went to say something, but noticed that Ember and Willow's lifeless body were already far ahead. He wrapped his arm around me, said "It's going to be okay," and started walking with me. He doesn't understand the effect that he has on me...or something. He can just carelessly put himself onto me in various ways, and it will always make me feel helpless to him. I wonder if he knows that. I wonder what he thinks about when he does it. Does he just think, "I love him, I have to hug him for no reason," or does he try to catch me off guard? I guess I just act on my impulses most of the time. His arm just feels so nice, and just the warmth of walking with him...

BANG.

"What the fuck was that?" Ember shouted, looking back. The light underneath the trapdoor was gone. Someone must have shut it. My nerves kicked back into action. Every positive thought I just had was replaced with all of the ways we were going to die in this torture chamber. We all started to walk a little bit faster, towards whatever was ahead. Eventually, we all caught up with each other, and reached a door with a button. Sage and Ember glanced at each other.

"You press it." Sage said.
"YOU press it." Ember said.
"YOU press it."
"YOU press it."
"YOU press it."
I pressed the button, and gave both of them an annoyed look. There was a pause, and then a voice echoed through the hallway.
"Ugh...who's this? I'm trying to work...on stuff." The voice said, clearly tired.
"We're here because of...Willow?" Ember tried.
"I have no bloody idea who that is. What are you here for?" The voice rephrased.
"We're here to talk to...Ash? Burnt Wood? We're not sure of the exact name, but..." Ember said, trying to understand what to say.
"Soot. You're here to talk to Soot." The voice clarified.
"Sure, yeah. You can help with spirits?" Ember asked.
"If there's money involved, I'll do anything." Soot said, opening the door remotely.

We all walked in, Willow's body still trailing behind. There were posters, musical instruments, microphones, and a lot of things for recording, but also strange machines with symbols I didn't understand on them. It was like a singer, mixed with a streamer, mixed with someone from Ghostbusters.
"Hello? Can you help my friend?" Ember blindly called out, looking for him.
The lights around us started to flicker, and when the man looked at us face to face, everything electronic around him seemed to come to life by itself.
"Mmmm...bad case of the Hklzhlrqdelpq." The man said.
"I have no idea what that means." Ember said.
"It means I can fix it." He said, spinning the floating body of Willow towards him.

He stared at her for a moment, and opened her eyelids. Her eyes were rolled back into her head, and the man got close to her face.
"Sad...dead people these days still hold grudges on personal beliefs." He said, snapping his fingers, making the body stop levitating and stand up on it's own. He grabbed one of his guitars and strummed a short melody.
"What are you doing?" Ember said, more confused than annoyed, because clearly SOMETHING was happening.
"Oh, just taking the negative emotions away from the Hklzhlrqdelpq and making it realize what it's done to this poor girl." He said, strumming more aggressively, until Willow's body shot up into the air, opening it's mouth, and releasing a blue vapor that turned into a blue liquid, soaking Willow, and waking her up.
"There you go. The ghost is now in a 5 year time out. That'll be 75 pounds." He said, holding his hand out to the now awake Willow.
Willow shook his hand instead, and looked at him. Soot looked confused, but then quickly took his hand back.
"You're looking for blackmail, aren't you?" Soot asked.
"Already found it." She said with a smile.

Ember and Willow hugged each other, and then Ember turned to face Soot.
There was a pause.
"Wait, how do you know about her powers?" Ember asked.


Chapter 4: The Clearing


"Are you prepared for a story?" Soot asked us.
"Nope." Ember responded.
"Good." Soot said.

"One day, I was walking through these very woods late at night, as one does, until I stumbled upon a blue mist. I didn't know what to do, so I just waved my hand through it. The mist reformed, and shaped into a sort of face. I moved back a bit quickly, but it still sat there, staring. I tried to talk to it. 'Hello? Are you...real?' I asked it. I didn't know if I was just being a bit crazy. I just walked back to my house to my bed, and it followed me around, not speaking, waiting for me. Once I woke up, and it was still there, I decided...I had to test something. I quickly ran downstairs and dusted off an old ghost reader I had, that my friend bought me a few years back...long story. Anyways, it had something built in, where it could talk to me. I turned it on, and a child's voice came through. 'I love your music! I just wanted to tell you!' It said, and then vanished. 'No! Come back! Thank you! Wait!' I called out, but it was no use. Some kid that died found me just to talk to me. I had believed in ghosts, but never to this extent. I started setting up lights...you know...the ones that flicker a whole lot. I kept getting more and more ghosts, some stayed with me, some left. Eventually, it expanded into this bunker, and then my beliefs expanded more, too. Ghosts told me about rumors of powers and dimensions, and eventually I built up proof of it. But...I've never met someone with powers until today...but I could tell...mostly because of the floating, ya know." Soot finished.

"Yeah, that's usually a giveaway. Our bodies float after a while when knocked unconscious." Willow said with a bit of a laugh.
"What did you find? Wait, don't say it out loud." Soot said.
"I'll pay him if you guys want." I suddenly said.
"Yeah, I'm not actually going to blackmail him. I can pay him." Willow said.
"I can pay him too." Sage said.
"We can just...split the money?" Ember suggested.
"Yeah."
"Mhm."

After converting pounds to dollars, we waved goodbye to the man, and emerged back into the woods.

"...wait, aren't we lost?" Sage asked.
"I guess so." Ember agreed.

There was a small pause.

"While we're walking, we could talk about the meaning of life." Ember suggested.
"Weird...we and Evan just talked about that earlier." Sage said.
"Well, I didn't read your mind or anything." Willow said.
"Well...what do you think it is?" Ember asked Willow.
"Me?" Willow questioned.
"Yes, you." Ember said.
"Well, you're my soulmate, so I guess you." Willow said.
"I believe you're my soulmate too." Ember said, blushing a bit.
"What do you mean, you believe?" Willow said, confused.
"I...I like, believe? I...don't understand the question." Ember said.
"Do people in this dimension not know soulmates exist?" Willow asked.
Sage, Ember, and me all nodded no.
"Oh...well, you two are soulmates..." Willow said, pointing to me and Sage, "...and me and you are, too." Willow said, looking at Ember.

"Does that mean we'll be together...like...forever?" Ember asked.
"All it means is we're made to be together. I can't determine what life will do, or what other people will think. I don't know if we'll even be able to live longer than this very second without one of us dying. All I know is...we're meant for each other, and I don't care what others think. All I know is that I'm trying my best to make you happy, even though life clearly hindered our chances together." Willow said, making this speech out of nowhere, clearly annoyed at some past event that made her passionate about this.
"Willow..." Ember said, looking at her, speechless.

"It's fine. We all have strengths and weaknesses." Willow responded.
"I bet you don't have any weaknesses." Ember said.
"You have no idea." Willow said, with a bit of a laugh.

We all slowly found our way back to our home, filled with mixed emotions.


Chapter 5: The Sun


We all sat around, filled with old and new problems to deal with. Words were said without words. I felt an energy in the room that I don't think I could of, without the events of today giving me clarity, and changing me.

I understood why some hated the woods. They hated the trees, because they didn't belong. They knew they were something else. A plant, maybe. An animal. A lake. They couldn't help who they were at heart, but they couldn't talk about it without people judging them. Some people understood and cared. Some didn't even notice it. Some people, thought, hated it. Some rejected them.

It might take some people a while to notice it, or it might be obvious. All you have to do is accept them. You have to treat them as an equal, because that's what they are.

Everything that blooms in a forest is there for a reason. A tree that blooms could be forced to grow in the shadows, without proper sunlight or water for a while.

At heart, that tree will always know what kind of tree it is, even when people deny it.

A willow tree is a willow tree, even if it's appearance says otherwise.

"I understand why you killed your dad now." I said suddenly.

"I hope that means I'm finally growing in proper sunlight." She said with a smile, looking at Ember.

"Do you wanna go to the arcade?" Ember asked Willow.

"You know I do." Willow responded.